THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
of the innovators that land was to be treated like any other
commodity, the early mercantilist state1 endeavoured to up-
hold the maxim that land stood in a separate category. It
was one of the primary objects to sustain the English
peasantry, to check the rural exodus, to prevent the dis-
placement of the population from a traditional mode of life.
Apart from the desire to avoid social unrest, considerations
of national security reinforced the argument for official
intervention because from the ranks of the husbandmen
were recruited the defenders of the realm. * Whosoever doth
not maintain the plough/ said Cecil, 'destroys this kingdom,'
for when military levies are^raised 'we find the greatest part
of them to be ploughmen.' Accordingly the government set
its face against the commercialization of agriculture, that is,
against the exploitation of the soil purely for purposes of
profit without regard to the social consequences which might
ensue. The urgency of the occasion was brought home by
'riotous and tumultuous' assemblies. A revolt in the reign of
Edward VI under Kett the Tanner was provoked by the
enclosure of the waste. Near the end of Elizabeth's reign a
rising was planned in Oxfordshire, where it was rumoured
that 'the commons long since in Spain did rise and kill all
the gentlemen and sithence have lived merrily there. It was
but a month's work to overrun England.' In the next reign
occurred a revolt in the midland counties. The insurgents
called themselves 'Levellers;' and they issued a manifesto in
which they protested against encroaching tyrants who would
'grind our flesh upon the whetstone of poverty so that they
may dwell by themselves in the midst of their herds of fat
wethers/
Under the Tudors a number of statutes were passed in
restraint of sheep-farming. They endeavoured to limit the
sheep which a grazier might own, and ordered that arable
fields converted into pasture should be restored to tillage.
The ministers of Charles I made a more determined effort
1 The Civil War constitutes the dividing line between the early and the later
mercantilist state.
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